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Abstract: In this paper we consider the role of women-only professional 
development programmes, in the context of the evaluation of the first two years 
of a women’s research development program at the University of New South 
Wales, Sydney. WomenResearch 21 (WR21) is a professional development 
programme designed to enable and encourage women academics at the start of 
their research careers. Each cycle of the programme runs for twelve months and 
includes seminars, informal support and networking, a research project, and the 
opportunity to work with a research adviser. Over forty women from across all 
faculties of the university participated in the programme in the first two years. 
The programme also aimed to foster an increased understanding within the 
university of the issues confronting women researchers. To what extent have we 
been successful in achieving the programme’s aims? Participant evaluations of 
the first two years indicate the programme has been very successful in supporting 
the development of most participants. Our success in regard to the second aim of 
contributing to institutional change is less clear. The paper concludes with a 
discussion of the issues involved in shifting the focus of the programme from 
individual professional development to using it as a vehicle for cultural change.  
 
 








 In her paper on professional development programmes for women in higher education in the UK, 
Rosemary Brown (2000) ponders the value of women-only programmes when they seem to have 
had so little impact on increasing the numbers of women in senior positions. Brown’s (2000) 
comments pose an interesting challenge to those of us engaged in such programmes. What is the 
point of women-only professional development programmes? Should we expect these programmes 
to have an impact on the number of women in senior positions? More generally, what can women’s 
programmes contribute to addressing gender inequities and creating more inclusive working 
environments?  
In this paper we focus on these questions in the context of the evaluation of the first two years of a 
women’s research development programme at the University of New South Wales (UNSW), 
WomenResearch 21 (WR21). WR21 was designed to encourage women academics at the start of 
their research careers and enable them to become aware of possibilities, processes and 
opportunities. We also set ourselves the goal of fostering an increased understanding of the issues 
confronting women particularly at the start of their research careers.  
Before addressing these questions, we review some of the recent research on women in academia; 
outline the WomenResearch 21 Programme; draw highlights from the evaluations to convey 
women’s experiences of the programme; summarise key findings from the evaluations and briefly 
discuss future directions for the programme.  
 
The position of women academics in Australian universities and, in particular, at 
UNSW  
 
In a paper reporting on their international study of gender-equity oriented change in universities of 
countries of the Commonwealth, Morley, Unterhalter and Gold (2001, p. 14) observed that: 
Gender equity is frequently reduced to strategies for transforming quantitative 
representation and participation, rather than an engagement with processes, power and 
dominant value. Hence a key indicator of gender equality is often posed in numerical 
terms.  
That is, we tend to record the progress of gender equity in terms of the number of women in senior 
positions. Most of us will agree that this is a desirable goal. However, an increase in the number of 
women in senior jobs is a necessary but not sufficient condition for bringing about the cultural 
change needed to achieve gender equity in our institutions. In other words the presence of women 
alone may not be enough. We ask whether there is evidence that the mere presence of women in 
senior positions changes the cultures of institutions without also explicitly addressing gendered 
organisation cultures and practices.  
Much of the literature on the position of women in universities concentrates on the reasons for the 
continuing low representation of women in management and senior positions (Burton, 1997; Probert, 
Ewer & Whiting, 1998) and the means by which this can be changed.  
In their recent study of gender equity at UNSW, Probert, Ewer and Leong (2002) surveyed male 
and female academic staff to investigate if inequities existed in the employment patterns of men and 
women academics and, if so, what might be the causes of these inequities. They postulated that the 
 low distribution of women at senior levels was not necessarily due to systemic inequities but might be 
attributed to other factors such as, for instance, the different choices made by women and men in 
relation to career and family, or the inferior ‘human capital’ (qualifications and academic experience) 
of women as compared with men.  
Probert et al. (2002) concluded that women and men’s workloads were broadly comparable and 
that there was no evidence of systemic inequity. They did find though that women spend more time 
on pastoral care and mentoring, while men spend more time organising conferences and 
consultancies. The researchers also noted that men do better in human capital terms— a higher 
percentage have PhDs; they have on average five years longer experience; and have significantly 
higher average research productivity, as measured by the Commonwealth Department of Education, 
Science and Technology. Thus, men were more likely to have the qualifications and experience 
perceived as being necessary for promotion to senior positions. In their recommendations, Probert et 
al. (2002) suggested the university takes steps to increase women’s human capital such as by 
developing a project to increase women’s PhD completion rates.  
These findings were based on aggregated university-wide data, and so offer only a ‘broad brush’ 
perspective on the position of women. A close reading at the level of a faculty or school is not 
possible. This limitation is perhaps problematic for, as Morley (1999) points out, we need to pay 
closer attention to the ‘micro-politics’, the impacts of the gendered practices of departmental life, 
and the ways in which these practices impact on women’s participation in the life of their department 
and their discipline and influence access and uptake of opportunity.  
Probert et al’s (2002) findings also beg the questions—why is it that men’s human capital is higher 
and women’s is lower? What institutional policies and practices contribute to this current profile? 
Why is it that women spend more time on pastoral care and men on conferences and consultancies? 
Probert et al’s findings contrast with other studies of the past decade that point to systemic 
inequities. These include: 
· studies that report women in the lower levels having high teaching and administrative 
workloads allowing little time for research (Deane, Johnson, Jones & Lengkeek, 1996; 
Burton, 1997; Castleman, Allen, Bastalich & Wright, 1995; Soliman, 1995).  
· research that examines the patriarchal nature of universities and the impact of this on research 
cultures and the research development of women (Acker, 1990; Allen, 1990; Butler & 
Schultz, 1995). 
· research into how women experience higher education where women across a range of 
disciplines report feeling isolated and lacking collegial support; experience universities as 
alienating, male dominated and stereotyping environments (Caplan, 1993); where their 
contributions are often ignored (Krais, 2002); and where women have less access to mentors 
than men; and, related to this, have a lack of female role models (Curthoys, 1995; Deane et al, 
1996; Soliman, 1995). 
· analysis of the phenomenon of male advantage rather than female disadvantage which poses 
the questions: how does the male norm operate to advantage men? Why does the male norm 
constitute men’s lives as normal rather than as advantaged? (Eveline, 1994). 
· studies on the impact of globalisation and commercialisation (Blackmore 1999 & 2000; 
MacKinnon & Brooks, 2001) which suggest that these changes are negatively impacting on 
women’s employment and pay (Currie & Thiele, 2001). 
 Krais (2002) reports on an investigation of the careers of women in German higher education, where 
“women disappear on the route to the top” (p. 407). She highlights the importance of attention to the 
structural conditions that determine the transition from junior to senior positions, as well as measures 
that promote the early independence of junior women academics and increase their ‘visibility’. The 
importance of creating strong women’s networks has also been highlighted (see for example, Mavin 
& Bryans, 2002). 
The situation for women as represented in this literature is not entirely gloomy. Morley (1999) draws 
attention to the spaces and possibilities for resistance, for creative and critical change by women in 
the academy. She notes too that the academy is experienced by many feminist students and 
academics as both oppressive and stimulating (op cit., p. 191).  
In our view, women-only programmes have contributed to these ‘spaces’ within the academy, 
providing a forum for discussion, critique and community building. These programmes are also not 
new. Although there is not a large published research literature on women-only programmes in the 
higher education sector, they have been a feature of the landscape for at least a decade in Australia 
and elsewhere (see for example Brown, 2000). 
Writing in the UK, Bagilhole (2002, p. 20) notes that most of the actions taken by UK universities 
under ‘positive action’—or what we in Australia refer to as ‘affirmative action’—provisions, were 
related to women-only training and development. While women-only programmes can sometimes be 
controversial because of the criticism that they exclude men, such programmes are paradoxically the 
most palatable form of positive or affirmative action for women most university administrators have 
been willing to take. 
Participants in the WR21 Programme reported many of the issues raised in this literature. 
Commenting on her experiences of the research culture of her school at UNSW, one woman pithily 
remarked: 
I’ve always had this sense that I’m kind of on the outside of a very exclusive club and nobody 
is going to invite me to join. 
In the next section we briefly describe the WR21 Programme and how it was designed to overcome 
some of these reported patterns of exclusion. 
 
Introduction to WR21 
 
WomenResearch 21 was designed to improve the research effectiveness, confidence and 
productivity of beginning and early career women researchers at UNSW. These terms included 
those staff that had recently taken up an academic position, and those who may have worked as an 
academic for some time but have not in the past focused on their research. WomenResearch 21 was 
initially funded for two years (2000-2001) by the Australian University Teaching Committee 
(formerly CUTSD) and is now being funded by the University directly. The programme has had 
three cycles of twelve months each, two of which have been evaluated. The first cycle ran from April 
2000 to April 2001, and the second from May 2001- April 2002. In the programme we offered 
participants:  
 · a series of seminars on research related topics;  
· the chance to work on a research goal of their choice with the support of a research adviser; 
· a $500 cash grant; and 
· informal support from Programme coordinators and other participants. 
Through this combination of strategies we sought to provide participants with skills development, but 
further to offer them opportunities to extend their networks and to reach a research objective which 
they set themselves. The research projects included developing a book proposal, writing a successful 
grant application, and, writing an article for an international refereed journal to name a few. 
As well as seeking to provide a coherent professional development programme, we also sought to 
foster within the university a better understanding of the needs of this group of researchers. The 
programme offered a platform from which to advocate on behalf of this group of researchers and to 
seek changes to university research policies and practices where they negatively impact on women. 
In a later section we give an example of this work. 
 
Impact of WR21 
 
Evaluations were conducted for the first and second years of the programme. This section discusses 
these evaluations, highlighting the perceived value of the programme and the tangible outcomes 
attributed to it by respondents, and draws on: 
· surveys of participants conducted in 2001 (n= 11) and 2002 (n=17); 
· surveys of research advisers conducted in 2001 (n=12) and 2002 (n=10); 
· transcripts of the concluding seminars for 2001 and 2002; and 
· consultations with programme staff members. 
 
Achievements  
Most respondents to the evaluations reported high levels of satisfaction with the programme, with 25 
out of 28 indicating the programme had met or exceeded their expectations. For these women 
WR21 had been fundamental in helping them launch a research career and develop an identity as an 
academic researcher. 
I was in need of a framework that could help me focus on my research and the programme 
gave me just that. 
I think that WR21 launched my research career and I don’t think that would have happened 
without it. I would have continued to think of myself as a competent and committed teacher, 
but not a real researcher. The psychological and institutional barriers would have been too 
great without WR21. 
It has actually been the best thing about working at UNSW in the last 12 months. WR21 has 
made what's often a fairly hostile place seem a lot less hostile, and made me feel more 
connected with other academics. 
 In practical terms, what was really great for me was gaining confidence, the confidence to 
actually go out and write papers and send them out for people to look at. And because of that 
confidence, I've written three conference papers, and two of them have been published in 
international journals. 
Participants were asked to indicate which aspects of the programme they found most enabling. The 
responses differed considerably between participants and included: 
· practical workshops directly related to doing and promoting research 
· having specialists from different areas of the University explaining their experience and 
perspective and sharing their knowledge 
· hearing about other women researchers’ successes 
· the process of keeping a research journal 
· having a research adviser 
· the combination of seminars and having a research adviser; and 
· the supportive environment. 
A number of participants commented on the value of the shared experience of the programme where 
they could discuss their mutual experiences: 
The reason for [the success of the programme] is because of the really nurturing culture of the 
group and the fact that I realised I wasn't alone, it wasn't just me. A lot of the problems I'd 
been experiencing were systemic and ran right across the University… 
It provided a forum to talk about the needs of women in research and showed that many of 
the issues are common. It was great to hear how others dealt with these issues or got 
themselves beyond them. 
I expected material product gain… instead I gained very valuable moral support and increased 
self-respect. 
Among the concrete outcomes, respondents attributed six refereed articles, 15 conference papers 
(of which six were refereed), and several successful grant applications to their participation.  
Feedback from respondents indicated that the strength of the programme lies in the multiple 
strategies employed to assist development—formal seminars, establishing relationships with more 
experienced academics, establishing support with people in a similar situation, and a practical 
research goal to focus attention and reinforce learning—combined with a supportive environment. 
This enabled the programme to be meaningful to participants with different backgrounds and 
experience.  
 
Institutional interventions for cultural change 
 
The effectiveness of the programme was ultimately related to our capacity to build good working 
relationships with relevant units and with senior academic managers in the university, including the 
Research Office, Equity and Diversity Unit, Deputy and Pro Vice Chancellors Research, and the 
 Research Committee of Academic Board. These relationships also offered avenues for raising 
matters of concern to women researchers.  
In June 2000, all universities were required to lodge a Research and Research Training Management 
Plan with the Commonwealth Government. At UNSW, a Working Party was established to draft the 
plan. In consultation with women in the programme and a small group of female professors, we 
made a submission to the working party. WR21 was subsequently offered a place on the working 
party.  
Our submission raised issues of the importance of recognising and systematically addressing the 
needs of women researchers, particularly at the start of their careers; research development as an 
on-going process; the need to monitor policies for their differential impact on different groups; issues 
for fractional time staff and for women staff completing a PhD. 
On the working party we had a few small wins. We were able, for example, to prevent the 
publication by the university of lists of staff designated research ‘active’ and those designated 
‘inactive’ according to a standardised set of criteria to be applied to all academics at all levels across 
all disciplines. A colleague named this proposed list ‘the shame file’. 
The Academic Board, however, deleted specific references in the final draft plan to the needs of 
women in research as it was successfully argued in that forum that the concerns we described were 
dealt with under provisions for ‘early career researchers’. Hence, the final plan to DEST did not 
include specific reference to women researchers. 
On this occasion, we reacted quickly and were able to exercise some influence using the programme 
as vehicle. The reaction of Academic Board indicates, however, that there is still reluctance to 
accept there may be some issues that confront women researchers, that do not confront men 
researchers, and that therefore require specific remedies. 
 
Concluding comments: where to from here 
 
Most of the participants reported significant benefits as a consequence of their involvement in 
WR21. The positive response from women in different disciplines leads us to believe strongly in this 
centrally delivered cross-disciplinary model for research development for women. This runs counter 
to prevailing wisdom that sees research development as exclusively the job of schools or faculties. 
The feedback from participants indicates that many women do not currently receive support at that 
level, and further, that they benefit from cross-disciplinary interaction. 
The programme outcomes also support our belief in the value of creating spaces in which women 
can meet and discuss shared and, in some cases, different, concerns separate from and confidential 
to their immediate workplace. 
Following the initial period of external funding, the university recognised the successful outcomes 
from the programme and is funding it for a further two years (2002-2003). The VC and DVC 
Research have expressed high levels of satisfaction with the programme and we are exploring with 
them how the programme might be more effectively integrated with the university’s research 
development plans and strategies.  
 From our perspective, we could continue to run this programme as long as the university is willing to 
fund it. We recently recruited our fourth cohort (n=20); are in negotiations with the University 
College in Canberra over plans to offer the programme there this year; and have a waiting list for 
2004.  
Our concern is that this approach may do little to address our second aim of fostering increasing 
understanding and contributing to cultural change for gender equity. How can our programme best 
achieve this?  
 
To refer back to Brown’s (2000) observation, it is unrealistic to think a programme like WR21 can 
have an impact on the number of women in senior positions, particularly in the short term, in isolation 
from other strategies which impact upon the institutional culture, for example in relation to promotion. 
The programme can however assist women to become competitive for promotion positions. We 
need to consider how our programme might become more aligned with institutional processes, to 
enable us to contribute more systematically to the university’s strategic goals in relation to research, 
and in regard to gender equity.  
What structure or model of operation does this require? Should we offer a form of consulting service 
to schools, or focus on providing advice to, for example, the University Executive? The literature on 
mainstreaming and on developing inclusive research cultures within schools may offer some guidance 
here. 
While many of us who work in central teaching and learning units might have a broad 
conceptualisation of what ‘the University’ is, we note Bagilhole’s (2002, p. 22) observation that, for 
most staff, ‘the Department’ is ‘the University’ and “that however staff experience the ‘culture’ of the 
University, it would be primarily through their department”. This is consistent with Morley’s (1999) 
observations on the ‘micropolitics’ of academic life. If we accept this, we need to pay attention to 
the development of more inclusive cultures at the school level. Given the feedback from participants 
in our programme who stressed the lack of support and encouragement from within their schools, 
this may be a difficult task but one with significant potential for bringing about change. 
We argue however that university-wide programmes like WomenResearch 21 continue to play a 
critical role in supporting and resourcing women, in developing their networks, and in their symbolic 
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